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The argument that modern tourism frequently functions as a form of neo-colonial 
enterprise is by now commonplace. John Frow, among others, has explored the ways in 
which tourism, at its most general level, sells a commodified relation to an ontological 
Other—be it a natural environment, a species of wildlife, or a foreign culture. This 
relationship, often manifest in ritualised practices such as sight-seeing and souvenir-
collecting, is secured via the aestheticisation of various physical and cultural features of a 
tourist destination and by the commercialisation of immaterial resources such as 
hospitality. The tourist’s position as consumer assumes a priori access to sufficient 
capital to purchase an encounter with Otherness; hence, it follows that most tourists come 
from relatively affluent societies while it is the Others of Western modernity who are 
often called upon to supply the requisite quotient of exotica for the collective tourist 
gaze. As Frow maintains, the logic of tourism thus becomes ‘that of a relentless extension 
of commodity relations and the consequent inequalities of power between center and 
periphery, First and Third Worlds, developed and underdeveloped regions, metropolis 
and countryside’ (151). 
As a relatively new form of leisure activity—at least under its current nomenclature— 
ecotourism has sought to define itself in opposition to the kind of mass tourism that 
Frow’s analysis implicitly decries. In its purer forms, ecotourism is even premised on 
behaviours and subject-object relations which are designed to break the relentless cycle 
of inequality that commoditisation perpetuates. The recent rapid growth in this form of 
travel, especially in developing countries and those regions of developed nations 
populated largely by indigenous minorities,1 suggests the rhetorical force of ecotourism 
as a discursive field and its appeal to both ethical-minded tourists and potential host 
communities. While the gap between what ecotourism tends to promise and what it 
characteristically delivers is evident, even to an armchair analyst, it is not my intention 
here to examine the political, economic, or social efficacy of this form of travel.2 Nor do I 
want to devalue the considerable investment of money, technology and personnel that has 
gone into developing ecotourism in an attempt to find a way out of the economic malaise 
and environmental degradation that has been an all-too-common legacy of European 
                                                 
1 In Australia, Canada and New Zealand, for instance, a great number of organised ecotours involve visits 
to territories primarily populated by Aboriginal, First Nations, and Maori peoples respectively. 
2 For an extended discussion of ecotourism’s general failure to deliver its promised solutions to the current 
crisis of environmental sustainability, see Bandy’s provocative 1996 survey of the field.  
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imperialism, particularly in the Caribbean and various parts of Africa. Instead, this paper 
examines the discursive tensions between ecotourism’s stated claim to environmental 
responsibility and its simultaneous imperative to provide predominantly Western clients 
with an authentic wilderness experience. By reading some of the key visual images and 
narrative tropes associated with ecotourism alongside their counterparts in colonial 
discourses such as travel writing, I hope to establish connections that might historicise 
the current rhetorical purchase of ecotourism as well as provide the basis for an anti-
colonial critique of the field.  
Ecotourism has been variously defined and is at best a slippery term whose trendiness 
has clearly led to a fair amount of indiscriminate application, particularly in some sectors 
of the tourist industry where ecotourism has come to mean any activity that can be 
marketed as nature-based. A cursory glance at various literature in the field reveals the 
ubiquity of descriptors such as alternative tourism, environmental travel, green tourism, 
low-impact tourism, ethical travel, and soft-adventure tourism, which collectively 
indicate not only the diversity of practices which have been discussed under the purview 
of ecotourism but also the industry’s concentrated attempts to capture a niche market by 
selling a (fantasised) dissociation from the rituals of mass tourism. Analysts and industry 
regulatory bodies adopt much narrower definitions of ecotourism, generally stressing 
relationships between resource conservation and specific kinds of tourist infrastructure 
and activity (see Valentine 5; Scace 64-65). According to The Ecotourism Society, an 
international body of tour operators, conservation groups, local communities and host 
governments, ecotourism is properly defined as ‘purposeful travel to natural areas to 
understand the culture and natural history of the environment, taking care not to alter the 
integrity of the ecosystem, while producing economic opportunities that make the 
conservation of natural resources beneficial to local people’ (Wood, Gatz and Lindberg 
75). Central issues in the definitional debate include the degree to which ecotourism 
encompasses both natural and cultural heritage experiences, and whether certain so-
called eco-activities properly belong to the distinctly different genre of adventure travel 
(Scace 63). In this paper, I follow the broader usages of the term while keeping in mind 
the ecologically based model to which it ideally refers. My commentary pertains 
generally to organised forms of ecotourism though this is not to exclude the significant 
category of ‘do-it-yourselfers’ likely to be influenced by ecotourism’s commercial 
discourses. 
Probably the most consistent thing that ecotourism sells is a first-hand experience of 
nature, an opportunity to feel, see and appreciate a natural—that is, supposedly 
unaltered—landscape. That many tourist destinations which promise access to this 
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particular eco-experience are located within former European colonies begs us to revisit 
some of the existing arguments about imperial constructions of ‘nature’ as an ontological 
category. The broad field of postcolonial studies has delivered useful and sophisticated 
accounts of the tensions and contradictions surrounding representations of nature in 
colonial contexts as, variously, a rich resource to be exploited for the benefit of distant 
capital interests, a threat to the civilising march of imperial modernity, a necessary refuge 
from this very process, and an enigmatic, even capricious force which may occasionally 
yield its secrets to the careful naturalist/observer. It is the anodyne version of nature 
which interests me most here since its perceived capacity to re-energise the imperial 
adventurer sapped by the demands of a rapidly industrialising world also speaks to a 
sense of Western spiritual malaise to which ecotourism more subtly offers a corrective.  
Hans Enzensberger has argued that modern tourism’s valorisation of nature in its 
pristine forms dates back to the writings of European Romanticism, which cemented the 
textualisation of the notion that an encounter with forms untainted by human handiwork 
could provide an (impossible3) antidote to the effects of modernity. The Romantic 
authors, he maintains, ‘transfigured freedom and removed it into a realm of imagination, 
until it coagulated into a distant image of a nature far from all civilization, into a folkloric 
and monumental image of history’ (125). That colonial discourse tends to be animated by 
elegiac and pastoral modes of representing nature is amply demonstrated by the plangent 
laments of numerous nineteenth-century travel writers engaged in a utopian quest for 
some sort of Edenic wilderness located in Europe’s distant colonies. Moreover, 
Enzensberger’s claim that the sense of a ‘pristine landscape and untouched history have 
remained the models of tourism’ (125) seems to be more prophetic than he might have 
imagined when he first published his findings in 1958. More recently, environmentalists 
such as David Rothenberg have examined the binary relation between hegemonic models 
of ‘civilisation’ and idealised versions of untouched nature as crystallised in the Western 
concept of ‘wilderness’. Rothenberg insists that ‘the idea of wilderness has shown itself 
time and again to be the creation of human consciousness, malleable in the extreme, used 
to fulfil our deepest desires and worst fears’ (xviii). His contention that wilderness is ‘an 
ethnocentric concept that has little to do with the more profound and direct ways in 
which nature is experienced by the world’s peoples’ (xv) raises questions about 
ecotourism’s obsessive interest in wilderness destinations and, indeed, its mandate to 
contribute to the preservation of wilderness itself. 
                                                 
3 Enzensberger sees the quest as impossible because it is caught up in a dialectic of process that means 
nature’s restorative effect is always already destroyed at the instant of human contact. 
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That wilderness is a highly saleable commodity in the ecotourism business is evident 
in the plethora of travel brochures that use adjectives such as pristine, isolated, remote, 
unspoiled and so forth, to extol the virtues of their specific destinations, all of which are 
marketed as unique in an uncannily similar fashion. Such transparent manipulations of 
wilderness tropes would make it easy to focus a critique of ecotourism on its strategic 
marketing, but, ultimately, that is a soft target. Perhaps more telling are the multiple 
contradictions which this discursive harnessing of wilderness tropology reveals. Firstly, 
the fact that ecotourism brings into the circuit of commodity relations a form of nature—
the wilderness—which is, by definition, outside that circuit, supports Enzensberger’s 
view that ‘the pristine is an ideological mystification’ designed to appeal to the modern 
tourist’s sense of nostalgia for a pre-industrial world (127). In this respect, the very 
designation of areas as wilderness presumes a prior commodification of natural resources 
as potential eco-destinations.  
Secondly, in a related dialectic, ecotourism to wilderness areas sells an encounter with 
‘unspoiled nature’ but one which is structured so that visitors can wilfully ignore the fact 
that their mere presence is incompatible with the concept being sold, since ‘unspoiled’ in 
this context implies outside the realm of human activity. (Hence, successful ecotours 
typically offer low levels of contact with other tour groups.) A recent attempt by the 
Audubon society to define the infrastructural needs of the ecotourist reveals some of the 
complexities involved in commodifying the wilderness in a manner that will appeal to the 
targeted clientele’s aesthetic sensibilities and their moral obligation to travel responsibly. 
The Audubon report warns, for instance, that tourists will be dissatisfied if walking tracks 
are too rough, but that ‘care should be taken not to overdevelop the trails [as] ecotourists 
prefer the conditions to appear to be as rugged as possible and to fit the environment’ 
(Ashton 95; my emphasis). Descriptions of model accommodation, modes of travel and 
restaurant facilities are framed by similar imperatives to find just the right balance 
between the comfort of ‘civilisation’ and the frisson of a wilderness experience. What 
this report inadvertently betrays is that ecotourism must distance its clientele from that to 
which it promises proximity. Hence many travel brochures anxiously stress issues such 
as security and comfort, usually in the same breath as they proffer a genuine encounter 
with the wild, the untamed. Wilderness, it seems, is clearly more palatable to the Western 
consumer in its commodified form, a point incidentally demonstrated by a recent 
proposal to put up a series of ‘wildernesses’ inside California’s shopping malls. These 
fabricated nature preserves, complete with ‘wild’ flora and fauna, and even the facility 
for camping, are purportedly designed to fulfil the needs of consumers who ‘yearn to get 
back to nature but don’t have the time’. The experiment will be called (apparently 
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without irony) ‘The American Wilderness Experience’.4 This postmodern ‘tendency to 
blend a nostalgia for an earlier and simpler era with a reassurance that modern 
conveniences and progress are never far away’ (King 214) resurfaces regularly in 
ecotourism as seen in the habit of ending tours with an add-on stay in an adjacent luxury 
resort. Some seasoned ecotravellers even see such a finale as almost mandatory: ‘If 
you’ve been on a rugged field trip in the tropics ... do your body and spirit a big favour 
after your tour—check into a deluxe hotel with air-conditioning and a pool’ (Gieffen and 
Berglie 15). 
A third problem is raised by ecotourism’s tendency to conceive of the wilderness in 
terms which exclude routine human activity, an equation which fails to account for the 
historical presence of indigenous peoples living in ‘pristine’ ecosystems worldwide 
(Grumbine 10). Most often, this contradiction is addressed by drawing such peoples into 
the field of sites on the ecotourist’s itinerary. Hence visits to archaeological remains and 
to ‘traditional’ villages are a popular feature of many ecotours, particularly in developing 
regions. (It is interesting to note here that Caribbean ecotourism has been most strongly 
developed in Dominica, Belize and Guyana, countries which all have remnant native 
Carib populations that are visited as part of each region’s standard ecotours.) While the 
coupling of wilderness with indigenous cultures may accurately reflect some groups’ 
epistemological approaches to nature,5 it also has the effect of positioning them as objects 
of a neo-imperial gaze. Like their ancestors, modern-day ‘traditional’ societies function 
in many travel-related discourses as primitive Others against which the civilised Self can 
be defined. The fact that ecotourism replicates mass tourism’s interest in this kind of 
sightseeing confirms the enduring currency of primitivism as a hot commodity whose 
malleability, like that of the wilderness, always serves the needs of the present. As 
Torgovnik has pointed out, ‘The primitive does what we ask it to do. Voiceless, it lets us 
speak for it. It is our ventriloquist’s dummy—or so we like to think’ (8).  
If the commodification of pristine forms of nature reveals a fracture at the heart of 
ecotourism’s ideological project, the rhetoric of discovery that goes hand in hand with 
images of wilderness suggests further points of contact between ecotourism and colonial 
travel, at least as the two practices have been textualised. Terms such as expedition, 
exploration and odyssey—frequently used in tour companies’ registered names as well as 
in their descriptions of particular itineraries—are the lexical staples of ecotourism 
advertising, reminding us of its ideological links with conquest narratives and nineteenth-
                                                 
4 For a fuller description of the entire proposal, see The Wall Street Journal, 7 August 1997, p. 23. 
5 This position tends to be commensurate with deep ecology’s rethinking of the nature-culture binary along 
the lines of various indigenous philosophies that do not draw ontological distinctions between the two. 
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century traveller’s tales. In her work on colonial travel writing in the Caribbean, Claudia 
Brandenstein examines the ways in which Charles Kingsley, for instance, casts himself in 
the roles of discoverer and explorer, modelling his travels on those of historical figures 
such as Columbus (6-7). Similarly, the modern ecotourist is characteristically offered the 
‘opportunity of a lifetime’ to discover, apparently for the first time, various unique and 
spectacular features of a remote region. In some ecotravel literature, explicit reference to 
European explorers and/or missionaries (notably Columbus for Caribbean destinations 
and Livingstone for the typical African eco-safari) positions the contemporary traveller’s 
act of discovery not merely as a mode of learning about an environment that is new to the 
individual but rather as a way of actually participating in an ongoing historical 
endeavour. Thus the ecotourist implicitly extends the great imperial voyages and treks of 
discovery. But if the main object of colonial exploration was to identify potential 
resources for the expansion of the Empire’s ‘great estate’, the end-point of eco-discovery 
is more personal and potentially much more ethical: self-discovery. This emphasis on 
self-discovery aligns ecotourism with adventure travel and indeed the latter is often 
featured as a subset of the former.6 Where adventure travel differs markedly from the 
purer forms of ecotourism is in its philosophical attitude to the environment: the true 
ecotourist seeks wilderness in order to commune with nature rather than to master it.   
If the concept of wilderness and its associated rhetoric indicates one connecting point 
between ecotourism and colonial travel, the shared interest in learning points to another. 
In industry definitions as well as in marketing material, ecotourism stresses the potential 
of travel as an epistemological mode. A 1991 Queensland symposium titled ‘Ecotourism: 
Incorporating the Global Classroom’ supports this notion in its very nomenclature and 
more than one commentator has drawn on the classroom metaphor to explain the links 
between ecotourism’s experiential focus and its presumed educational value. An old 
Chinese aphorism apparently says it all: ‘I hear and I forget; I see and I remember; I do 
and I understand’ (see Grant and O’Brian 71). Policy and planning documents in the field 
also argue that ecotourism’s hands-on approach has high cognitive dimensions and that 
tourist gratification is measured largely in terms of education. In simple terms, then, the 
ecotourist wants and needs to learn, and it is the function of tour operators and host 
communities to provide ample opportunities for that to happen. Sally Grotta’s naive 
                                                 
6 According to Tourism Canada, adventure travellers ‘expect to experience varying degrees of risk, 
excitement and tranquillity and to be personally tested or stretched in some way. They are explorers of both 
an outer world, the unspoiled exotic parts of our planet, and an inner world of personal challenge, self-
perception, and mastery’ (qtd in Scace 64). 
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assessment of the motivations behind standard eco-activities nonetheless emphasises the 
perceived strength of the ecotourist’s gnostic drive:   
the ecotourist is also the most intelligent and the most caring of tourists. The fact that 
he or she has chosen a tour that visits isolated mountain villages or a cruise that 
explores small, undeveloped islands indicates his [sic] disposition and inclination to 
learn. ... Ecotourists don’t just travel to have a good time, but to have a good time by 
learning. (102) 
While the valorisation of the quest for knowledge about the environment stems partly 
from ecotourism’s early grass-roots connections with organisations such as Earthwatch 
and the Smithsonian Institute, the central tenements of the travel-learn concept can be 
traced, once again, to key features of specific sub-genres of the colonial travelogue. This 
is not an incidental comparison but rather one which illustrates the Western imaginary’s 
continued investment in a view of nature guided by Enlightenment forms of rationality.7 
Indeed, Gieffen and Berglie introduce their 1993 guide, Eco Tours and Nature Getaways, 
by arguing that an ecotour is ‘a naturalist’s expedition in twentieth-century terms’ (2). 
In her study of travel writing and imperial expansion in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, Mary Louise Pratt identifies the naturalist as a paradigmatic figure whose will 
to learn via travel to ‘exotic’ locations to catalogue specimens established a particular 
Eurocentric world view, thereby naturalising the bourgeois European’s own global 
presence and authority: 
One by one, the planet’s life forms were to be drawn out of the tangled threads of their 
life surroundings and rewoven into European-based patterns of global unity and order. 
The (lettered, male, European) eye that held the system could familiarize (‘naturalize’) 
new sites/sights immediately upon contact, by incorporating them into the language of 
the system. ... Natural history extracted specimens not only from their organic or 
ecological relations with each other, but also from their places in other peoples’ 
economies, histories, social and symbolic systems. (31)  
The particular power of natural history travelogues, Pratt argues, stemmed in part from 
the ‘conspicuous innocence of the naturalist’, an innocence constituted ‘in relation to the 
presumed guilt of conquest’ (57). Beside the seafarer or the conqueror, the naturalist 
appeared decidedly benign, interested only in a non-exploitative relationship with nature 
via the scientific classification of species. 
                                                 
7 Dobson argues that the spread of Enlightenment rationality underpins our exploitative relationship with 
the natural world.  From this (Baconian) point of view, ‘nature has no meaning in itself; rather its meaning 
comes from our instrumental apprehension of it’ (Dobson 193). 
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In a somewhat similar fashion, the presumed neutrality of scientific inquiry has 
functioned in third-word destinations as an ‘anti-conquest’ narrative that sets the modern 
ecotourist apart from the implicitly neo-imperial mass tourist. In the Caribbean, for 
example, an Earthwatch tour to San Salvador involves ‘monitoring of oceanic pollution’ 
during a visit to local seagrass meadows, while the American Oceanic Society offers a 
‘research swim with dolphins’ as part of its Bahamas expedition, and the London-based 
Field Studies Council conducts ‘botanizing’ trips to remote mountain regions of Jamaica 
(Gieffen and Berglie, 91-93). Such scientific endeavours transform idle tourist pleasures 
such as snorkelling, swimming, and wildlife viewing into purposeful ‘work’ that speaks 
to the ecological imperative for everybody to do his or her bit to ‘save the planet’. If the 
proportion of the ecotourism market originally served by these researched-based 
organisations has shrunk due to the rapid expansion in wholly commercial ecotour 
companies, the spirit of scientific inquiry is nonetheless harnessed to sell a range of 
contemporary eco-destinations, even though research activities have morphed into other 
forms of environmental education that suppose ecological outcomes to follow naturally 
from an individual’s travel-learn experience. Both kinds of ecotourism tend to see 
knowledge acquisition as an important way of preventing the negative environmental 
effects of a modern industrialised and technologised world. But, as a variety of literature 
in the field shows, the split between instrumentalist and ecological uses of nature is not 
so easily maintained, even in the discursive realm, much less in actual practice. Just as 
Pratt’s naturalist eternally invokes the guilt of conquest by trying to distance ‘himself’ 
from imperial exploitation (57), the ecotourist comes into being as an ontological 
category only within the broader referential frame of mass tourism’s apparent 
environmental ignorance and irresponsibility.  
Studies in colonial discourse show that naturalists produced commercially exploitable 
knowledge and were therefore implicated, wittingly or unwittingly, in the march of 
imperial capitalism. Ecotourists, on the other hand, are generally thought of as post-
imperial subjects, ethical travellers whose nature-based activities actually advance 
conservation efforts and benefit local economies. Whether or not this ideal is achieved, it 
may be instructive to consider that ecotourism to ‘underdeveloped’ regions replicates 
natural history in so far as it produces a Western discourse about non-Western worlds, 
‘an urban discourse about non-urban worlds, and a lettered, bourgeois discourse about 
non-lettered, peasant worlds’ (Pratt 34-35). An important difference, however, is that 
natural history democratised science primarily at the discursive level by taking readers on 
a vicarious journey of discovery, whereas ecotourism potentially offers everyone the 
chance to experience nature in a quasi-scientific way. Indeed, a common argument about 
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the environmental efficacy of ecotourism is that such detailed encounters with nature 
enable tourists to develop emotional attachments that will automatically lead to positive 
conservation outcomes.8 Implicit in this equation is that idea that specific sites belong to 
everyone who is willing to study their ecosystems first-hand, that such sites are somehow 
separable from local cultures and land use patterns. Since it is typically the Western 
consumer who has the greatest opportunity to learn in this way, designated eco-sites in all 
areas of the globe tend to circulate within the parameters of both Western discourse and 
Western commerce.9 A number of critics warn about the environmental perils of this 
situation, arguing that ecotourism represents the thin end of the wedge to mass tourism 
because it brings highly sensitive physical and cultural environments to the notice of a 
broader international market (see Cater 114-15), a claim that seems to have been borne 
out in a number of cases. In Belize, for instance, conservationists and government bodies 
are now grappling to deal with a significant increase in overall tourism numbers since the 
massive reef that lies just of the country’s coastline became a popular eco-destination.10  
The pedagogical imperative that underpins most definitions of ecotourism is brought 
to bear on a number of debates within the field, including the question of whether so-
called ‘consumptive’ uses of nature constitute legitimate eco-activities. Consumptive 
activities include hunting and fishing, while non-consumptive practices focus on wildlife 
viewing, bird watching, photography, and so forth. In general, the latter are deemed 
primarily educational (and aesthetic), the former potentially exploitative, though various 
agitators insist that controlled hunting and fishing should fall within ecotourism’s ambit. 
Interestingly, Ray Ashton calls on the tradition of natural history expeditions to validate 
this view, maintaining that ecotourism is ‘not a new endeavour’ but merely ‘a new term’ 
to describe what (Western) people have been doing since the 1800s: ‘travel[ing] on 
safaris to exotic parts of the world ... to hunt or collect or just to experience the exotic 
wildlife, jungles and cultures’ (91). In the same breath as he points to trophy-hunting as a 
continued area of interest, Ashton argues that today’s ecotourists are distinguished by 
their willingness to settle for ‘great photographs, a full bird checklist or just fond 
memories’ (91). While most other commentators situate ecotourism as a thoroughly 
                                                 
8 See Gieffen and Berglie 2; Ceballos-Lascurain 31-32; Grotta 107. King argues that detailed ‘scientific’ 
description also functioned in colonial times as an important step in the process of settlement; to survey the 
land in this manner led to a sense of attachment that justified disenfranchising indigenous inhabitants 
(207).  
9 Rudkin and Hall note that the driving force for ecotourism in developing countries comes from ‘foreign 
donors, investors, academic institutions, consultants and conservation groups’ (223). 
10 This problem is documented in the educational video, Cashing in on Paradise, written and produced by 
Nicola Ebenau, Geographical Society Films, 1993. Patullo lists other Caribbean examples of environmental 
damage resulting from ecotourism (104-35). 
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contemporary development designed to respond to environmental concerns, Ashton’s 
genealogy of the field, albeit simplistic to the extreme, once again raises questions about 
Western culture’s historical uses of rare or exotic species. 
In a fascinating account of nineteenth-century British zoological exhibitions and 
acclimatisation programmes, Harriet Ritvo demonstrates that exotic animals were 
important sites of conquest in the imperial campaign: ‘the maintenance and study of 
captive wild animals, simultaneous emblems of human mastery over the natural world 
and of English dominion over remote territories, offered an especially vivid rhetorical 
means of reenacting and extending the work of empire’ (205). Zoos and menageries, 
Ritvo argues, metonymically displayed the magnitude of the British Empire, inviting the 
public to share figuratively in the Empire’s wealth as well as its scientific achievements 
in capturing, transporting and keeping alive wild animals (209-10). Such collections were 
also powerful ‘reminders of the hunting expeditions during which [the animals] had been 
procured’ (Ritvo 247), and so functioned to sustain the master-narrative of confrontation 
and conquest that lay at the heart of European expansionism. Ritvo, among others, points 
out that these hunting exhibitions supported the march of Empire in the discursive as well 
as the literal realm through the widespread dissemination of sporting tales and adventure 
narratives that allowed ‘even humble citizens to engage, at least by proxy, in a kind of 
metaphoric reenactment of the conquest that had previously been assigned to the 
privileged classes’ (257). 
I would argue, perhaps controversially, that ecotourism’s pervasive interest in 
‘wildlife experience’ shares a number of important features with colonial uses of exotic 
animals, employing a similar instrumentalist agenda that values species according to their 
ability to give humans aesthetic pleasure. Just about all ecotours feature some kind of 
encounter with wildlife and many are structured around this specific experience--if only 
as a possibility. Planning documents in the field suggest that consumer satisfaction is 
directly proportional to the volume of wildlife experienced, with one analyst even 
specifying that, ‘as a general rule, each day should have one or two outstanding wildlife 
experiences that one can count on seeing at least 60% of the time’ plus other interesting 
scenic points or wildlife encounters along the way (Ashton 93-94). While much of the 
relevant discourse is decidedly vague about just what constitutes a ‘wildlife experience’, 
it is clear that this is definitely not the same thing as merely viewing rare species in their 
natural habitats. What appears to be the fundamental difference is the way in which the 
ecotourist’s encounters with nature are structured: almost invariably as some kind of 
quest that eventually yields its elusive prize. Just as colonial accounts of big-game 
hunting or ventures of that ilk ‘emphasized the difficulties and dangers encountered by 
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the hunter in order to magnify his eventual triumph’ (Ritvo 257), the contemporary 
ecotourist expects, indeed demands, a wildlife experience that tells of personal challenges 
and triumphs. Hence many tours entail physically demanding journeys to animal, bird or 
fish habitats, along with an (often implied) promise of close contact with potentially 
dangerous wildlife. Native guides are often used, as they were in colonial times, to ensure 
a successful ‘hunt’ and it is their task to make available their specialised knowledges 
about particular species, and, in some cases, to facilitate a quasi-spiritual encounter 
between tourists and their ‘prey’.  
These parallels suggest that ecotourism’s typical ‘wildlife experience’ may operate 
within the same discursive economy as the colonial hunting safari in so far as both 
excursions turn on the (Western) traveller’s heroic confrontation with species symbolic 
of uncivilised nature. Of course, the ecotourist’s material proof of the encounter—a full 
checklist, stunning photos, or perhaps a first-hand sketch—differs greatly from the big-
game hunter’s booty—usually some part of the animal itself—and yet both constitute 
souvenirs in Susan Stewart’s sense of fetishised objects that tell a narrative of acquisition 
rather than revealing details of the actual thing represented. According to Stewart, ‘to 
have a souvenir of the exotic is to possess both a specimen and a trophy; on the one hand 
the object must be marked as exterior and foreign; on the other, it must be marked as 
arising directly out of an immediate experience of its possessor’ (147). In essence, then, 
the souveniring process requires the textualisation of objects, usually through pictorial 
and/or written records such as might constitute the typical ecotourist’s daily log. That 
colonial hunters tended to keep journals which recorded game encounters, near misses, 
game shot, and comments about weather and environment (MacKenzie 34) illustrates that 
this kind of inscription has a long history.  
By drawing analogies between ecotourism and big game hunting, I do not wish to 
argue that activities such as photographing animals, despite the suggestive idioms of  
‘loading’ and ‘shooting’ the camera, amount to the same thing as actually killing them. 
Clearly, there is a world of difference between the moral attitudes of the hunter and the 
ecotourist as well as between the environmental consequences of their respective actions. 
Instead, my account of ecotourism’s structured ‘wildlife experience’ is intended to show  
that the commodification of natural species, particularly those considered rare or foreign, 
continues to underpin Western approaches to the environment. One might even argue that 
ecotourism effectively democratises the big-game hunt as much as it repositions natural 
history within the realm of the common traveller. In this respect, the differences between 
consumptive and non-consumptive uses of wildlife as they are currently understood may 
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not be that great, a situation which possibly explains the minority view of hunting and 
fishing as legitimate eco-activities. 
The marketing emphasis for third-world eco-destinations rests not just on wildlife 
experience but also on ‘authentic’ encounters with indigenous peoples, often ‘packaged’ 
in terms of what Valene Smith has discussed as ‘the four Hs’: habitat, heritage, history 
and handicrafts (283-307). In brief, the rhetoric of authenticity demands that such peoples 
are traditional rather than Westernised, that encounters are spontaneous rather than 
staged, and that the tourist attains some degree of intimacy with the ‘natives’. Grotta’s 
comment that ‘this intimate relationship with other people in other places used to be the 
private domain of explorers, anthropologists [and] missionaries’ (101) suggests a 
lingering nostalgia for the European colonial realm and situates ecotourism, once again, 
within its discursive reach. The contradictions intrinsic to ecotourism’s general take on 
authenticity are revealed incidentally by Grotta’s insistence that locals must be consulted 
about ‘organising personal encounters’ with ecotourists even though they ‘may not be as 
sophisticated as the tour provider’ in such matters (104, my emphasis). Apparently, ‘the 
ecotourist won’t mind relative discomfort or surprises in his [sic] surroundings if he 
understands that the experience is authentic’ (Grotta 104). This insistence on a ‘non-
touristy’ interaction belies the industry’s deep anxiety about the very impossibility of an 
authentic experience. As Frow has demonstrated, all tourism turns on a fundamental 
paradox because the tourist experience is always already structured so that it destroys the 
authenticity of the desired Other by bringing that Other into the circuit of commodity 
relations while nevertheless compelling a ‘real’ encounter between the tourist and the 
object of interest (146).  
If the real is in fact unattainable in this context, it seems that successful ecotourism 
boils down to what Judith Adler might call ‘the style of travel performance’ (24): the 
particular manner in which one artfully performs a journey and its attendant activities. 
The following passage from a recent brochure by Wildland Adventures, winners of an 
Ecotourism 1995 Award for their operations in Belize and Honduras, eloquently outlines 
the ways in which the industry attempts to meet its market’s demand for the specific 
travel style that is ecotourism’s stock in trade: 
In every destination we work with extraordinary English-speaking indigenous guides 
who share their personal insights and knowledge of natural and cultural history. They 
know the offbeat routes, where to find wildlife and how to create natural, authentic 
and intimate cross-cultural encounters. Our casual and non-intrusive style of travel 
induces friendship with local residents and camaraderie among fellow travellers. We 
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prefer the most charming, local style accommodations that offer security and comfort 
without ostentation. (12) 
That this kind of venture has sometimes been termed ‘chic’ travel further suggests the 
centrality of a certain ecotourism-specific style, seen as ‘avant garde, culturally sensitive 
and ecologically responsible’ (Silver 315). Although such a style responds to specific 
contemporary political, cultural and environmental forces, the broad concept of artfully 
performing a journey in ‘exotic’ regions of the globe dates back at least to the eighteenth 
century. What the ecotourism travel style apparently shares with the different modes of 
colonial travel is the invention of a distinct ‘travelling persona’ whose embodied passage 
through remote territories gives on to various forms of self-inscription or self-styling, 
whether as explorer, naturalist, adventurer, or simply hapless onlooker of Empire. But 
whereas these paradigmatic colonial figures necessarily completed the inscription process 
in travelogues and various other writings, it seems enough for the modern ecotourist to 
simply display his or her style through travel itself. At the same time, the trans-generic 
impulse of colonial travel writing to assert discursive control over various sites/sights of 
conquest becomes ecotourism’s present-day emphasis on self-control, both in terms of 
developing intellectual, physical and moral competencies to respond to environmental 
challenges, and by avoiding the conspicuous consumption of mass tourism. 
Richard Grove insists that modern global environmental consciousness has complex 
and yet identifiable roots ‘in the encounters of a whole variety of innovative thinkers with 
the drastic ecological consequences of colonial rule and capitalist expansion’ (474). It 
follows, then, that any serious examination of ecotourism as a textual field should factor 
in the relevant historical data on colonial approaches to the environment, though this is 
by no means the norm in recent cultural criticism.11 While I have focussed on significant 
points of contact between past and present styles of travel in colonised regions in order to 
outline a conceptual trajectory that warns of ecotourism’s pitfalls, further analysis might 
reveal equally significant differences. We might ask, for instance, how the ecotourist’s 
phenomenological appreciation of the landscape departs from established nineteenth-
century aesthetic conventions such as the picturesque and the panoramic. The fact that 
the majority of customers on organised ecotours are women whereas the grand colonial 
tour was normally (though not exclusively) the precinct of men also raises issues worth 
investigating. My more modest project has been to problematise facile accounts of 
ecotourism as a new and entirely ethical practice. Far from signalling a major paradigm 
shift in Western attitudes to non-Western environments, ecotourism seems to be the 
                                                 
11 A notable exception is Holland and Huggan’s historicised treatment of ‘ecotopias’ in contemporary 
travel writing (178-95) 
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current buzzword for a cluster of related practices and discourses that too often replay a 
Romantic nostalgia for other, less industrialised, worlds. In this respect, it is perhaps less 
philosophically useful to delineate responsible from questionable forms of ecotourism 
than to remember that neither can be a panacea to the global environmental stress 
initiated by imperial modernity. 
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